Nguyên Ngọc, in the following essay, argues has become "lost and strange" in post-war Vietnam. Nguyên Ngọc was one of the first to realize that different times require different ways of writing and has worked hard to ensure that other voices are heard. After mentioning the names of some writers Nguyên Ngọc has supported (e.g., Nguyễn Huy Thiệp, Bảo Ninh, Phan Thị Vàng Anh, Nguyễn Khắc Trường,Tạ Duy Anh), Trần Đăng Khoa says: "These are talented literary figures completely different from him, with writing styles directly opposed to his own. To recognize and support talent that is completely different from oneself-that I believe is one of Nguyên Ngọc's talents. Not everyone has that talent." In his essays Nguyên Ngọc talks about a variety of topics, not just literature. One topic that has occupied his attention a great deal lately is education. In several essays in these collections he argues for a completely new approach to education, one designed to turn students into independent thinkers and to equip them with a broad and deep knowledge of the world. To turn his vision into reality he is spearheading the establishment of Phan Châu Trinh University in Hội An, a pilot institution that he hopes will contribute to the modernization of education in
Vietnam. We get a sense for Nguyên Ngọc's concern for education-and for literature-at the close of his essay where he suggests young writers are hampered by a lack of "underlying cultural knowledge" [tiềm lực văn hóa] . "An Exciting Period for Vietnamese Prose" reflects the passions that have moved Nguyên Ngọc throughout his life: love for country, love for literature, and love for learning.
An Exciting Period for Vietnamese Prose
By Nguyên Ngọc
Before talking about Vietnamese literature today, I must return briefly to the immediately preceding period, commonly referred to as the period of Renovation literature. This was a lively and important period, one which will continue to have a long-lasting and deep influence.
From 1975 and continuing for almost ten years, that is the years following the end of the war, Vietnamese literature suddenly fell into an unexpected situation: It completely lacked readers. People wrote more because the situation for writers become much more advantageous than it was during the war: There was more time, the violence and tenseness subsided, rich material had been accumulated during the long war, and internal and external communication channels were developed. But the many books printed did not sell. Readers turned away from domestic literature, preferring instead foreign works-and ancient Vietnamese literature.
In the beginning writers were puzzled but gradually they recognized the cause: Life had changed a great deal but the literature being produced had not.
Only a few years after the war people recognized this contradiction: Life in peacetime was much more complicated than it was during the war. War is violent but simple. In war all relationships between people and society are gathered and reduced to one: life and death. People have to live in an abnormal way. Abnormal can mean noble. At the same time, however, it involves the suppression of many ordinary-but also rich and complicated-human relationships. The abnormality of war pushes these relationships aside. In war once you have determined the problem of life and death then you can live easily. In war, strangely, society is also purer, "more secure" [an toàn hơn] in terms of morality. The fire of war burns away the narrow-mindedness and complications of everyday life. Peace is completely different. In peace one confronts again the ordinariness of everyday life. Ordinary but eternal. All the complications that were hidden during the war now arise and surround one every minute of the day, no matter where one is. If during the war there was only one question, live or die, now innumerable questions of all kinds and shapes rise up from the depths of society. These questions, which accumulated silently during long and complicated historical processes, are now displayed for all to see. But when people search after literature hoping to find in it some comfort, some shared confidences, they hear, just as before, the same loud heroic song, a song that now has become lost and strange. No one should be surprised that people have reacted with indifference to a literature that reveals no understanding of the "common" [tầm thường] and "petty" [vụn vặt] but pressing worries that they face every day.
It did not take writers long to recognize this discrepancy between literature and life because they too were members of this society, they too were confronted with a host of new questions about life in peacetime. However, being able to recognize a new reality is one thing; changing one's way of writing to accommodate it is another. According to Roland Barthes, "Words have a second memory that continues hidden within new meanings-an obstinate vestige remaining from all the ways I myself have written-that drowns out the present voice of the words I am using." 8 Writers know the new reality but are so "habitualized" [quen thói] to the old way of writing, to the old war epic style, 9 that when a writer tries to speak about the new reality that "obstinate vestige remaining from all his old ways of writing" prevents his present words from capturing the new reality; instead, they slip off it like water poured on the leaf of a taro plant. As we all know, there is nothing harder for writers than changing the way they write.
And when they don't yet have a new way of writing, then literature also has no new content.
Writers keep acting like deaf mutes or dullards.
This situation continued until the mid 1980s. At that time Literature and Art, the official weekly journal of the Vietnam Writers' Association, which specialized in publishing new works by in-country writers, had so few readers it suffered heavy losses. It lacked funds to buy paper and pay the printer. The general editor announced that the journal was closing down and that publication would be suspended for four successive issues. This was the situation that prevailed when I was appointed general editor of Literature and Art. The first thing I did was to search through a pile of old submissions that the editorial board had rejected. In the process I discovered a short story by a writer I had never heard of: "The General Retires" [Tướng về hưu] by Nguyễn Huy Thiệp. 10 This story had lain there for half a year. The former general editor had set it aside because he advocated a policy of "maximizing the journal's margin of security," which entailed not coming too near the burning issues of life. We advocated a completely different policy. A speech given on behalf of our editorial board at a ceremony commemorating the journal's fortieth year of operation was entitled "Facing up to Life." We began the new period for Literature and Art by publishing "The General Retires."
In a cold, sharp-witted style, "The General Retires" displays a phenomenon never before seen in previous literature: the alarm and confusion of a war hero faced with the chaotic reality of post-war society. This work stirred up public opinion. Readers and also writers had many different opinions about it and about Nguyễn Huy Thiệp, but all writers, though they may not have said so openly, realized something very important: that they could no longer write as they had before. Although the period of epic literature full of revolutionary lyricism that existed during the war had passed, ten years later literature in the post-war period was still drifting along, powered primarily by inertia. It was necessary to fashion a new language to talk about the social and humanistic dimensions of an extremely complex new reality. 16 is a typical example of these works that ushered in this kind of novel. In it the author discusses a controversial issue concerning the management of agriculture, using his work to enter actively into this debate. This book is still used as a subject for debate in many regions as people struggle for a new and effective management approach in the countryside.
This flourishing period for the novel continued for five or six years, then gradually cooled off. Many novels appeared but readers did not give them the attention that they had previously. This was when the short story rose up with many excellent stories appearing. Many critics talked of a "bumper crop of short stories" [một vụ được mùa truyện ngắn]. The arrival of this bumper crop of short stories following the novel can be explained in this way: Readers were no longer demanding long novels that exposed and "denounced" [tố cáo] social reality. In exposing and "denouncing" that reality these novels participated in the process of democratizing society. But the time had come when just exposing and denouncing were not enough.
Journalism could do that much better than novelists. And even people on the street were speaking much more openly, more completely, more fiercely than writers. Readers demanded something different. People waited for writers to consider the complex changes occurring and present them with some conclusions of a profound and enduring humanistic quality. buried. This novel describes a very good person, someone who all his life strove to make other people happy, but didn't dare accept a bit of personal happiness for himself, regarding it instead as a fault, even a crime. Determining the proper role of the individual, ensuring that each individual can develop freely and completely, is a big problem in Vietnamese society. Several novels touched on this social wound, but taken as a whole they treated it in a scattered and vague way. The power of the novel to generalize about society remained very weak.
Literature chose another genre to do the work that the novel was not yet able to do, a genre that by itself, as a result of its distinguishing characteristics, demands generalization: the short story.
In Vietnamese literature we can consider the present time a noteworthy one for the short story. Many excellent stories have appeared, stories which continue "the bumper crop" that appeared in the 1960s and another crop that appeared during the war. These recent stories, however, differ in some obvious ways from these earlier stories. The 1960s left us many short stories as beautiful as a poem, crystal clear, and lyrical. Short stories during the war were sturdy and solid. What stands out about these recent stories is that when you hold them in your hand you feel the weight of their content. There are some stories only ten pages long that are more powerful than a long novel. Neatly wrapped within the ten pages of Tạ Duy Anh's "The Broken
Curse" [Bước qua lời nguyền], 21 for example, one finds an entire life, the fate of a person who is both the author and also a victim of interminable social tragedies occurring at that time.
Compressed within Hào Vũ's short story "The Floating Merchant" [Khách thương hồ], 22 short enough to be written on one's hand (less than a thousand words), is the fate of two people searching for a little happiness later in life. Both are victims of the war but from different sides.
The short stories of Phan thị Vàng Anh at first glance appear soft and faint like a breeze or a gentle, sad rainstorm, and so they are easily mistaken for the kind of stories students write. But if you read them carefully you detect conflicts, sometimes very fierce, especially those between generations, which people try to repress, as in her short story "Pantomime" [Kịch câm].
The short story has achieved this rich content precisely because the literary stages of reportage and the novel described above prepared the way for it. It had plenty of social material to sift through and distill.
The writer who stands out the most is, of course, still Nguyễn Huy Thiệp, and next to him, Phạm Thị Hoài.
A lot has been said about Nguyễn Huy Thiệp so here I will just mention a few aspects of his multifaceted ability. Nguyễn Huy Thiệp appeared during the renovation of Vietnamese literature and is the most typical manifestation of that movement. However, his approach differed from that taken by the Renovation writers mentioned above who were interested in exposing and denouncing complicated social realities. Nguyễn Huy Thiệp took a different road.
Very early he began writing from many differing angles, using an approach so multifaceted it often left readers stunned. Proceeding sometimes directly, sometimes through rich refractions As a result a breath of new vitality spread through Vietnamese literature and from literature entered society. One can also put it this way: Drawing on his artistic sensibility, Nguyễn Huy
Thiệp was able to "hear" within Vietnamese society the profound need, one growing everyday more pressing, to look at ourselves in a mirror to discover who we are. His literature is the literature that expresses that need, which strives to find the answer to that question. He has begun a very important shift in Vietnamese literature, a movement toward a literature that feels strongly the responsibility to function as a mirror in which the Vietnamese-and all people-can see themselves.
After many long and endless periods of opposing invaders this is really the first time the Thiệp.
In addition to Nguyễn Huy Thiệp there is another short story writer who is no less insightful: Phạm Thị Hoài. In her self-questioning Phạm Thị Hoài concentrates on what she feels is the most important aspect of a society and a nationality: the elite, the intellectuals.
Armed with a literary knowledge that is as sharp as a knife and with an unyielding-even sometimes impertinent-attitude, she pierces deeply the boils still being covered up by a group whose members are themselves filled with illusions. She coldly dissects these representatives of society, tears off the masks they have been wearing for a long time, and forces them to face unpleasant truths about themselves. There may be people who don't always appreciate Phạm Thị Hoài's approach, but no one can deny that this outstanding female writer is serious about her social responsibilities.
Compared to other genres, the short story has clearly progressed the furthest. Most novels have stopped at the level of description. If they do reveal some opinions concerning society, these revelations assume the form of journalistic political commentary. I say "most"
because there is an exception: Bảo Ninh. "is both remembered forever and forgotten each day." Of "sorrow," he says, it is "the sorrow of surviving." Of the future of those who have just emerged from the war, of his own future, he says: "My future lies far behind me in the primitive forests of the war." Bảo Ninh was the first to move beyond the monologue of the epic and achieve the dialogue of the novel.
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On the artistic front that is the highest achievement of Renovation literature. At this point Renovation literature, which previously was only new in terms of its modern political and social ideas (which people usually wrongly refer to as "content") created for itself a new artistic language. The monologic language of the epic, as we know, is the dogmatic language of the community. The dialogic language of the novel is the democratic language of the individual. The Sorrow of War strongly affirms the role of the individual in society, the right to life, happiness, and suffering of each individual.
That was in the year 1991.
Then suddenly there was a prolonged pause, both those involved and not involved searched for an explanation. Certainly the social atmosphere restricts and wears down a writer's will and inspiration to create. The creative climate has become sluggish, exhausted, and disjointed and so the leanness, the mediocrity, of literature is an obvious result.
We need to analyze this more carefully, however. For a long time we have heard it said that we enjoyed an excellent renovation phase in literature because, as mentioned above, the strings restricting literature were "untied" [cởi trói]. 30 I don't completely agree. To speak in this way suggests that at that time someone of good will pitied literature and so untied the strings restricting it. The implication is that literature was lucky to be the recipient of such kindness.
Actually that is not what happened. In these matters, as in Renovation generally, kindness, or good-heartedness [tốt lòng] was not a factor: No one was good-hearted and even if you had a good heart there was nothing you could have done. Renovation, as we know, began in agriculture. Farmers were dissatisfied with strict regulations; they were tired of being bound for a long time by unnecessary obstacles that were making it impossible for them to live their lives.
So they untied themselves from these restrictions, at first illegally, "sneakily" [làm chui], which resulted in their being beaten down again and again. They were forced to pay a heavy price for their efforts but eventually they obtained the right to make changes openly and create conditions for new development. From agriculture the untying of restrictions spread to other economic areas, then to all aspects of society. Literature was part of this trend. It also untied itself in order to begin a process of self-renovation. Restrictions do not get untied without a struggle: It's not a matter of someone's good will. If literature has only been able to untie itself to a certain extent, if it has reached only a certain point on the road to Renovation before slowing down, then the primary cause lies within literature itself. by some experiments in form (for example, the main character sometimes speaks in the first person, sometimes is referred to in the third person), this novel digs deeply into the tragedy of an historical character who lived at the beginning of the fifteenth century. 31 Hồ Quý Ly was a talented and daring reformer who lived in a slow-moving, stagnant era and was forced to pay a painful price for his efforts. The people, the masses-whom particular conditions had turned into historical "reactionaries" [phản động]-opposed him and abandoned him when the invading forces arrived. The resistance that he initiated was not well-received. He and his son were captured and imprisoned by the enemy and died in ignominious exile. Of course, when someone reconstructs an historical tragedy in this way, it is always to suggest that it has some current relevance. Without intending to he turns his work into a self-effacing but moving heroic poem about human beings, about their ability to endure the worst and darkest things, to rise above the dirt and the grime, all the while hanging tightly to their humanity, using it to oppose those dark powers that wish to take it from them. This book has been banned but in various ways it has reached many readers and its author enjoys the respect of the entire society. Recently two young writers have received a great deal of attention from the public:
Story Told in the Year
Nguyễn Ngọc Tư in Cà Mau and Nguyễn Ngọc Thuần in Bình Thuận. These two voices from the provinces are strangely cheerful; they are like a cool breeze entering a literature that has long emphasized unwavering social engagement. Could it be that literature wants to return to a simple and pure kind of beauty? Nguyễn Ngọc Tư reminds one of Sơn Nam, not the current Sơn Nam but when he was both more sincere and more intellectual; and also younger, freer, more modern, and more self-confident. 40 As for Nguyễn Ngọc Thuần, he makes us think of Antoine de Saint- project that on first hearing sounds very strange: to be a "team leader of city dwellers" [tổ trưởng dân phố]. 43 It turns out that this has been the best possible vantage point for him, one that has allowed him patiently to observe society for an extended period of time. He writes very diligently, never missing a day. "I'm like a laborer," he says, "Everyday I'm chiseling and whittling." Everyday he is also recording society. His two memoirs (and no doubt there will be many more to follow) are like a straightforward and honest diary. They include commentary on society, on human beings, on the regime-on what turns out to be an entire era filled with turmoil and with a mixture of the tragic and the comic that is characteristic of Vietnamese society. 45 have also received a lot of attention. As far as I know many other writers are working on their own memoirs. When a writer writes a memoir in a certain way that memoir is also a novel, a way of talking about one's own time. And for Vietnamese writers their "own time" is choc full of material.
Exupery in
Literature wants to become more multifaceted. People are searching for new ways of speaking that will reflect a social reality that day by day is becoming more and more complicated. A very important factor in this new search will be the level of energy and ability
shown by young people because, of course, it is they who must take on this important work.
In this regard one phenomenon deserves some thought. These developments suggest that our literature, because it lacks internal strength, may not prosper. One perhaps fundamental weakness, present in our literature for a long time, is now emerging clearly: The underlying cultural knowledge-understood in the broadest and deepest sense-of our writers is very shallow. This is the result of a decline in culture, which can be traced to failures in our system of education, failures which are being openly denounced by the public. Each day the outcry increases. The cultural knowledge of young writers nowadays is very low, and-even more worrisome-it is becoming lower with each succeeding generation.
For a variety of reasons, Vietnamese literature has been cut off from world literature for many decades. Inside the country translation is in a sorry state. The translations produced are completely untrustworthy, the whole enterprise being adversely affected by market pressures.
As a result of these factors, today's young writers are becoming more ignorant of foreign languages than their predecessors.
Considering the social atmosphere and the state of literature itself, I don't think there is any basis for optimism. On the contrary, the situation leads us to this serious conclusion: In order to empower culture and literature we must implement-in an unyielding, long lasting, and thorough manner-a new "development" [khai hóa] project," a re-development. Only if we do this will we be able to go far. 
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